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Abstract
The #MeToo movement gained traction in 2017 when survivors of sexual violence were encouraged to
speak out on social media about their own experiences. Subsequently, millions of individuals came
forward with their stories of sexual violence, thrusting these traumatic experiences into the spotlight.
This dissertation discusses the findings of a qualitative, empirical study, designed to examine the
intended and unintended ways in which the #MeToo movement has impacted survivors of sexual
violence. In creating the context for this study, theoretical frameworks that allowed for an understanding
of the ways in which cultural dialogues may impact individuals, along with the understanding of the ways
in which sexual violence and trauma is processed, were explored. Findings revealed that the participant
survivors had significant responses to this movement. Nine critical themes were identified including
positive responses to the movement, such as the development of increased connections to other
survivors and support systems, feelings of gratitude, and increased comfort in speaking about their
experiences. Other responses highlighted more intrusive or distressing reactions, included feeling
overwhelmed, frustrated, guilty or retraumatized, with some survivors noting the need to engage in
protective behaviors, and others questioning the movements overall longevity or impact.
Clinical implications of this research include an increased awareness of the impact of this movement on
survivors of sexual violence and a greater understanding of their experiences within the context of this
movement. Particularly, this dissertation sheds light on the potential ramifications of exposure to
traumatic material through large scale advocacy movements taking place on both social and traditional
media outlets, as well as the potential for healing as a result of the same phenomenon.
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Abstract
The #MeToo movement gained traction in 2017 when survivors of sexual violence were
encouraged to speak out on social media about their own experiences of sexual violence.
Subsequently, millions of individuals came forward with their stories of sexual violence,
thrusting these traumatic experiences into the spotlight.
This dissertation discusses the findings of a qualitative, empirical study, designed to
examine the intended and unintended ways in which the #MeToo movement has impacted
survivors of sexual violence. In creating the context for this study, theoretical frameworks were
explored that facilitated an understanding of the impact of the cultural dialogues surrounding
sexual violence during this movement and the impact it had on survivors, as well as an
exploration of the way sexual violence and trauma is processed. Findings revealed that the
participant survivors had significant responses to this movement. Nine critical themes were
identified including positive responses to the movement, such as the development of increased
connections to other survivors and support systems, feelings of gratitude, and increased comfort
in speaking about their experiences. Other responses highlighted more intrusive or distressing
reactions, included feeling overwhelmed, frustrated, guilty or retraumatized, with some survivors
noting the need to engage in protective behaviors, and others questioning the movements overall
longevity or impact.
Clinical implications of this research include an increased awareness of the impact of
this movement on survivors of sexual violence and a greater understanding of their experiences
within the context of this movement. Particularly, this dissertation sheds light on the potential
ramifications of exposure to traumatic material through large scale advocacy movements taking
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place on both social and traditional media outlets, as well as the potential for healing as a result
of the same phenomenon.

Introduction to the Two Paper Dissertation: Statement of the Problem
Over the last several years, there has been a surge in large scale social movements,
mostly fueled by social networking websites (such as Facebook, Twitter, etc.), here referred to as
social media, that dominate conversations taking place in our society for varying periods of time.
One such phenomenon is the #MeToo Movement. This concept, was originally conceived by
activist Tarana Burke, following an experience nearly ten years prior in which she sat across
from a 13 year old girl who described her own experiences of being sexually assaulted. Ms.
Burke discussed her feeling of speechlessness, stating “I didn’t have a response or a way to help
her in that moment, and I couldn’t even say ‘me too,’” (Garcia, 2017). Ten years later, in 2006,
Ms. Burke created an organization devoted to helping survivors of sexual violence speak out, and
called her organization the “metoo. Movement”. She began using the phrase “Me Too” as a way
to raise awareness of the pervasiveness of sexual violence in our society, and utilized her
advocacy organization in order to provide resources and support for those that have experienced
sexual violence.
Approximately ten years after the development of Burke’s organization, while unaware
of Ms. Burke’s efforts, a famous celebrity, Alyssa Milano, made a post on social media
encouraging anyone that had survived sexual violence to make a post with the “hashtag”
#MeToo. Thus, the #MeToo movement went viral. Social media and the use of this hashtag
provided a platform for individuals to speak out about their own experiences of sexual violence
with individuals from all walks of life, publicly identifying themselves as someone that had
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experienced sexual violence (Ohlheiser, 2017). This movement gained swift, widespread
attention and restarted an international dialogue on sexual violence, consent and harassment. As
this newfound cultural phenomenon brought exposure to the frequency of sexual violence, as
well as the ways in which it is addressed in our society, it also brought a very difficult topic, one
that impacts a significant percentage of the American population, into the spotlight.
The #MeToo movement questioned the cultural representations and understanding of
sexual violence through both the stories told and the number of individuals coming forward. It
began a much-needed dialogue on the impact and prevalence of sexual violence in our society.
Multiple sources, including Ms. Burke, identify the #MeToo movement as a step towards
women’s empowerment (Gilbert, 2017; Wallace, 2017), since the movement provides advocacy
and support for survivors of sexual violence that may never previously have spoken out.
Additionally, the benefits of speaking out, processing and discussing traumatic experiences have
been consistently touted as one of the most important ways for survivors to overcome trauma
(Alcoff & Gray, 1993; Courtois, 2004; Draucker et al., 2011; Herman, 2015), and this movement
provided a platform for survivors to do so.
Conversely, there have been other news sources and activists that have describe the ways
in which this movement is potentially retraumatizing for survivors of sexual violence (Hemmer,
2017; LaMotte, 2017). This retraumatization could not only represent reminders of the traumatic
experience that took place, but also bring to light more trauma-related symptoms that the
survivors participating in this movement may have previously ignored, or dealt with and put to
rest. The assertion that this movement had at least a partially negative impact on survivors could
be seen through the estimated twenty percent increase in calls made to the King County Sexual
Assault Resource Center’s 24-hour Resource Line, a hotline serving Kings County, NY, since

#METOO: A QUALITATIVE APPROACH TO UNDERSTANDING A SOCIAL MOVEMENT AND ITS
IMPACT ON SURVIVORHOOD

9

the #MeToo movement began trending (Rodriguez, 2018). Similarly, the National Sexual
Assault Hotline, run by the Rape, Abuse and Incest National Network (RAINN), reported a 46%
increase in calls between the beginning of the #MeToo movement and September of 2018, at
which time there was an additional 147% increase in calls, which RAINN attributed to the Brett
Kavanaugh hearings that were taking place at the time (Yan, 2018) This increase could represent
a number of factors, including an additional need for support felt by survivors during this time,
or the need for support for individuals who had previously not conceptualized their personal
experiences as sexual violence experiencing distress for the first time.
This two-paper dissertation assesses the implications of the #MeToo movement for
survivors of sexual violence. The first paper in this dissertation discusses the current research at
the intersection of social media and trauma, and delves into the theoretical frameworks that form
the basis for understanding how survivors may have been impacted by this movement. The
second paper details the findings of a qualitative study exploring how the #MeToo movement
has impacted survivors lives, relationships, and/or their experiences of victimhood and
survivorship.
A primary focus of social work is supporting clients within the multitude of environments
in which they live and engage with others. As the world becomes more dependent on technology,
social media plays an ever-increasing role in the lives of many clients who come for services.
Thus, clinicians have a responsibility to understand the ways in which these technological
environments can impact the individuals served and either interfere with or support the aims of
treatment / their healing. The findings of this study, as discussed in paper two, will hold
implications for educating clinicians on the ever-present contexts of social media and their
impact on survivors functioning and treatment. While not the primary focus of this dissertation,
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these findings may also lend insight into decisions on policy development, particularly the
development of more consistent definitions of consent and sexual violence, and ideally influence
the ways in which sexual violence is reported in the media.

Reflexivity Statement
This dissertation was inspired by my work with survivors of sexual violence during the
initial days of the #MeToo movement. At the time, I was working in a community mental health
clinic in New York City. While I was not specifically working with survivors of sexual violence,
each client that I saw over the course of the few days following the initial twitter posting
discussed their experiences with sexual violence, some of which had been left unaddressed for
years, and how they were being impacted by the news and media at that moment. At the end of
the week, despite the secondary exhaustion I felt after processing all of these survivor stories, I
went with my partner at the time to meet some family of his. Over dinner, one family member
began discussing his feelings surrounding the #MeToo movement and stated, “you can’t even
buy a woman flowers anymore without it being sexual harassment”. As I sat there uncomfortably
trying not to ruin a cordial relationship that was just beginning, I wondered how my clients from
that day would have perceived this comment. I also recognized my own feelings of overexposure
to traumatic material, and how it was causing me to feel impatient, tired, frustrated,
overwhelmed and overexposed, as if I were unable to avoid this topic of conversation and
therefore unwilling or unable to engage in the dialogue presented to me in a productive way. By
the end of the evening, I was somewhat ironically convinced that this was an area of research I
wanted to delve further into, and thus the dissertation process began.
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It is also important to note my own biases as the researcher and recognize that as a result
of these experiences I have become a firm supporter of the #MeToo movement. I believe in the
social good that has and will continue to come from this advocacy, which unintentionally, but
likely influenced my own understanding of the survivor’s experience as this research was being
conducted.
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Paper One: Sexual Violence in American Culture and the Impact of Survivorhood
The #MeToo Movement refers to a social movement that gained international and
widespread attention in late 2017, following a social media post by a prominent celebrity. This
movement represented a unique time in history, when countless individuals came forward,
largely through the use of social media, to publicly acknowledge their own experiences of sexual
violence. This paper explores the multitude of ways in which survivors of sexual violence may
have been impacted by the #MeToo movement, including the potential negative consequences of
the influx of traumatic material, the benefits of connecting with others who share similar
experiences, and the overall impact of the normalization of sexual violence as part of a social
movement.

Zoe: A Composite Case Example
Zoe, a 33year old female who works in an elementary school, came to therapy to address
issues related to “general anxiety and work stress.” She lives with her boyfriend of four years,
and described her life as “pretty happy for the most part, I’m just struggling with managing my
stress levels and not sleeping well.” Zoe denied any history of sexual assault, but described how
she doesn’t like to drink and associates that with getting drunk at a frat party in college and
having “a pretty terrible night, that I don’t fully remember.” Zoe continued to describe “having
really bad sex” with two different men at the party, which she indicated was “totally out of
character for me.” Zoe didn’t relate that evening to her anxiety or sleep disturbances, saying, “I
got over it pretty quickly. Everyone has bad sex every now and again. I just moved on with my
life and decided that drinking wasn’t for me, if it led me to do things like that.” Zoe continued to
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describe how her sleep difficulties and anxiety didn’t start until several years later, once she was
beginning her career and working towards her current position. Zoe talked about how she used to
believe that once she achieved her career goals, the stress and worry would disappear, however,
when that didn’t happen, she decided to come to therapy to address these issues.
About six months into her treatment, the #MeToo movement went viral. Zoe came into
her session the next week appearing visibly distressed. She was wearing sweats and her hair was
messy, a drastic difference from her usual business-casual attire and full face of makeup. Zoe
indicated that when she first saw the #MeToo posts, she was confused by what was happening,
questioning how many women she knew could have possibly experienced some form of sexual
violence without her knowing about it. She discussed how that confusion quickly turned into
anger, sadness and appreciation for all of the women who came forward. In the days following
the initial #MeToo posts, she called out of work and instead spent hours on social media, reading
stories of her friends and colleagues describing their instances of sexual violence. She grappled
with the experience she had in college, wondering if she was sexually assaulted, or if she was
unnecessarily aligning with a movement that had “nothing to do with me." She described having
an increase in nightmares over the last few days and feeling “so anxious that I can’t even go to
work." She described avoiding conversations with her friends and family, not knowing how to
express what she was feeling.
As the session progressed, Zoe began to align herself more with the stories of sexual
assault she had read about. She discussed the pros and cons of posting her own #MeToo story,
describing how she both wanted to be there for other people who had experienced sexual
violence, but also not wanting to take away from “real rape victims.” At the culmination of the
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session, Zoe reported that she was still unsure if she wanted to make a #MeToo post, but decided
to take a temporary break from social media to clear her head and decide how best to proceed.
While Zoe’s experience certainly is unique to her, it reflects aspects of a multitude of
experiences that were shared in response to the launching of the #MeToo movement and its
persistent presence in media outlets. The anxiety and stress and sleep disruptions Zoe described
along with her triggered memories of a night from her past and equivocation about the nature of
that event, uncertainly about how and to whom to tell her story, and a need to distance herself at
least for the moment from the media dialogue, reflect reactions shared by many survivors of
sexual violence as prompted by the #MeToo movement. Her story provides a lens through which
to view the theoretical and literature frameworks that inform an understanding of sexual
violence, as well as the history of the #MeTooMovement and its plethora of intended and
unintended effects.

Theoretical Frameworks
This paper will utilize the feminist ecological model (FEM) (Ballou, Matsumoto, &
Wagner, 2002), which suggests an exploration of human experience at both the individual and
multilayered ecological levels. This model explains that in order to understand psychological
distress or dysfunction, there must be an evaluation of sociocultural factors at play. Through the
use of this framework, experiences are viewed through an understanding of personal,
interpersonal and societal influences, and the transactions that take place between the individual
and all of the many systems with which they are connected. In applying this model to survivors
of sexual violence, it is important to identify the ways in which the individual survivor’s
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experience is impacted by the interpersonal communications surrounding the movement itself, as
well as the larger cultural conversations that took place both prior to and as a result of #MeToo.
This framework will be beneficial as it expounds upon the impact of sexual violence as
resulting from not only internal experiences, but also environmental factors including reports and
postings in social media. According to the FEM, “successful intervention must listen to,
integrate, and honor the experiences of an individual; consider interactions between individuals
and multiple spheres of influence; and facilitate changes not only for participants, but for
systemic variables as well” (Balogun-Mwangi, Matsumoto, Ballou, Faver, & Todorova, 2016,
p.4). The multiple spheres of influence identified include four distinct categories: the individual,
the microsystem (such as a person’s relationships, community, employment, social groups, etc),
the exosystem (institutional forces, such as the media, local government or educational system),
and the macrosystem (structural and environmental influences, such as politics, privilege,
economy, etc.).
Examining the multiple spheres of influence for a survivor of sexual violence who has
lived through the #MeToo movement means understanding the impact of #MeToo posts not only
that the individual survivor has witnessed, but also examining the impact of witnessing loved
ones, friends, colleagues who have been impacted by the movement and observing the media and
other institutional foces in the exosystem develop their own narrative of the me too movement.
Each sphere of influence, in this case, holds a unique impact on the survivor. For example, when
looking at the microsystem, a survivor may be impacted by the ways in which their parents or
friends responded to the movement, with some survivors feeling more comfortable disclosing
experiences to those they viewed as supportive of the movement. Conversely, survivors who
experienced those close to them mocking the movement or those coming forward may feel an
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increased sense of shame over their own experience, and want to distance themselves further
from the movement.
The same conceptual understanding could be applied to the exosystem. If a survivor is to
witness their university responding to the #MeToo movement by implementing a university-wide
task force to address issues related to sexual violence, it may encourage the individual to become
involved in this advocacy movement or speak out about their own experience. Conversely, if the
university were to make headlines during this movement for their lack of response to sexual
violence on campus, the same student might feel less supported, more alone, and less able to
confront her experiences directly.
Lastly, when looking at the macrosystem, the survivor’s experiences of race, gender or
class should always be considered, as these factors have a significant influence over the way
individuals experience and are able to respond to trauma. The exploration of the macro system
highlights power and privilege as they relate to gender, class and race - systems that are often at
the center of sexual violence. The exploration of the macro systems uncovers the positions of
power that began to be dismantled/combatted as a result of this movement. This disruption of
power and privilege as explored in the macro system can be observed when looking at the
multitude of high powered men who were publicly accused and asked to account for allegations
of sexual violence against them. Examination of a survivor’s exosystem also includes
assessment of economic resources or lack thereof. This holds a meaningful impact on the way a
survivor may process the movement. For example, a woman who lives in a rural environment
with limited financial resources will have significantly more difficulty speaking out about her
experiences being sexually harassed by her employer than a woman who has a financial safety
net and a multitude of employment opportunities. Additionally, the high rates of assault and
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harassment faced by women of color, along with their continued marginalization at the hands of
the dominant white majority, also factor into the ways in which these women may have
experienced the #MeToo movement. While all of these examples are, of course, an
oversimplification of the ways in which race, class and gender may influence one’s experience
within the movement, the FEM allows for an exploration of such types of systems and how they
influence a survivor’s experience.
In essence, this model can account for the multitude of ways in which our society
addresses and discusses sexual violence to influence the understanding of the survivor’s
experience. It is not only exploring the act of sexual violence and the ways in which this event
impacted the individual survivor, but also exploring the ways in which sexual violence is treated
and addressed within the larger cultural context, and how that in turn influences survivors’
understanding and processing of their own experience. This model makes space for discussion
around the impact of the judicial system, the healthcare system, and the educational system,
among others, on survivors of sexual violence. Furthermore, it allows for the findings of this
study to inform both individual and structural interventions, as one primary objective of this
framework is to identify and minimize power differences (Gentile, Ballou, Roffman, & Ritchie,
2009) that ultimately are at the center of all forms of sexual violence. In an effort consistent with
the ecological feminist approach to empower those who have experienced sexual violence, for
the purposes of this dissertation they will be referred to as “survivors”. The utilization of this
term is intentional, as it has been shown to be associated with more positive attributes, such as
bravery and strength, when compared to the term “victim”, which is often seen as weak or
impassive (Papendick & Bohner, 2017).
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Yet another critical theory when discussing the #MeToo Movement is the relationalcultural theory (RCT), first developed by Jean Baker Miller in her book Toward a New
Psychology of Women (1976). This theory rejected the “emphasis on individuation, separation
and autonomy as markers of emotional maturity” that were traditionally taught in the field of
counseling (Comstock et al., 2008, p.1). RCT emphasizes the necessity for working against the
adverse impacts of oppression, marginalization and social injustice, while encouraging ways of
developing and maintaining connections that foster growth and connection (Comstock et al.,
2008). Within the context of this dissertation, this theory supports the restorative and healing
benefits of the movement, as it encouraged the dismantling of the oppressive nature of sexual
violence through speaking out and creating personal connections between survivors.
Furthermore, it assumes that trauma and pain are often a result of the oppression and social
injustices faced throughout a person’s life (Birrell & Freyd, 2006), and promotes the “idea that
healing takes place in the context of mutually empathic, growth-fostering relationships”
(Comstock et al., 2018, p.2). With regards to the #MeToo Movement, this theory, like FEM,
advocates for the dismantling of the oppressive structures that allow for the continued epidemic
of sexual violence in our society. Furthermore, RCT goes one step further in recognizing the
potential for healing and growth to come as a result of connection and support for the survivors
who disclosed (or didn’t disclose) their personal experiences of sexual violence as part of the
#MeToo movement.
The last conceptual framework to be utilized as a part of this dissertation is the
Consensus Model of Trauma Treatment (CMTT). This model was developed as a result of the
findings of a survey of clinicians, undertaken by the Complex Trauma Task Force in 2000, that
was intended to obtain expert opinions about the symptoms and treatment of Complex PTSD
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(Cloitre et al., 2011). As a result of these findings, the Consensus Model was developed, which
includes a three-stage approach to trauma treatment. These stages, very simply, include first,
ensuring safety, reducing symptoms, and increasing emotional, social and psychological
competencies, second, the full processing of traumatic material and third, the “consolidation of
treatment gains to facilitate the transition from the end of the treatment to greater engagement in
relationships, work or education, and community life” (Cloitre et al., 2011, p.5,6). This third
stage has also been described by Judith Herman as a survivor mission, where the survivor is able
to integrate their own experiences into their lives through social action (Herman, 2015). This
model, while more functional than theoretical, allows for an understanding of the ways in which
the #MeToo movement impacts survivors. It is also important to note that this model was not
specified as a linear approach, and survivors can often move between stages, and also experience
stages simultaneously.
When combined, the Feminist Ecological Model and Relational Cultural Theory inform
the ways cultural messaging, relationships to systems, and human connection can both cause
pain and lead to tremendous growth for survivors. Within the confines of this dissertation, these
theories help explain how the #MeToo movement has been experienced by the survivors, whose
relationships to both individuals and systems are often viewed or sustained through the use of
social media. In addition, The Consensus Model allows for an in-depth understanding of the
survivor’s experience of trauma recovery, and how it may or may not be impacted by the social
movement taking place.
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Literature Review
There are a multitude of factors that influence the way society views and responds to
instances of sexual violence, which ultimately have created a prime environment for the #MeToo
movement to take root. Some of these factors include the inconsistent and often confusing
messages about what constitutes sexual violence and consent, the cultural representations of both
victims and perpetrators of sexual violence in the media, and the ever-increasing use of social
media as a platform for communication and advocacy. Prior to determining how this movement
has impacted survivors, it is imperative to explore the factors that led up to the development of
the #MeToo movement.

Development of the #MeToo Movement
Each of the last several decades has had at least one major moment of reckoning where
there is an increase in media focus on sexual violence. The 1991 testimony of Anita Hill sparked
national attention to the issues of sexual violence in the workplace. Then, in 2002, there was
major media attention placed on stories of child sexual abuse by prominent members of the
Catholic Church. In 2011, a high-profile media campaign about the sexual abuse investigation of
Jerry Sandusky took place, again providing increased visibility to issues of childhood sexual
violence (McCartan, Kemshall, & Tabachnick, 2015). In 2015, the trial of “The Stanford Rapist”
made headlines when the defendant, a college student who had been caught raping an
unconscious woman behind a dumpster, was given a 6-month sentence following his trial. Then,
in 2016, while in the throes of his presidential campaign, Donald Trump was caught on tape
confessing to what lawyers and many in the media described as the sexual assault of women. A
little more than a year later, media organizations focused on the multiple rape and sexual assault
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allegations against Harvey Weinstein, a producer and prominent member of the Hollywood
community.
Within a few days of the Harvey Weinstein allegations, another prominent celebrity,
actress Alyssa Milano, made a post on social media stating, “Me too. Suggested by a friend: If all
the women who have been sexually harassed or assaulted wrote ‘Me too.’as a status, we might
give people a sense of the magnitude of the problem” (as quoted by Garcia, 2017). Within a few
short hours, social media was flooded with posts of #MeToo, a way for individuals from all
walks of life to publicly state that they too had experienced sexual violence in some form. While
Ms. Milano did not originally recognize the founder of this movement as Tarana Burke, she
reached out to rectify the situation and two days later give Ms. Burke her much due credit.
Some have identified this post as the beginning of the “snowball effect” that would then
take place, with millions of people coming forward with their stories of sexual violence, or
simply stating “me too”. As a consequence, dozens of entertainers, politicians, educators,
businessmen, and everyday people started being accused of sexual violence, with their exploits
being highlighted in the media (Pirani, 2017). The #MeToo Movement became the catalyst for
many survivors to speak about their own experiences, or come forward with allegations of abuse
or harassment, potentially beginning a cultural shift in the way we discuss and address issues
related to sexual violence.

Intended and Unintended Impacts of the #MeToo movement
When looking at Tarana Burke and her dedicated work at the intersection of sexual
violence and racial justice, it is clear that the intention of this movement was, as stated on the
website, “to help survivors of sexual violence, particularly Black women and girls, and other
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young women of color from low wealth communities, find pathways to healing” (About: History
& Vision, 2018). The “‘me too.’ Movement” organization developed by Burke works towards
this lofty goal by providing information on available resources for survivors, called a “Healing
Resource Library”, advocacy – including speaking tours, information on local and national
advocacy resources, and toolkits on multiple topics pertaining to sexual violence, such as
“#MeToo Masculinity, Male Privilege & Consent Discussion Guide”, “Healing Justice Practice
Spaces: A How-To Guide” or “Black Churches and Sexual Violence” (Advocacy Resource
Library: Toolkits, 2018). These resources and connections are free, available to anyone with an
internet connection, and when utilized, can provide survivors with resources to help them along
the journey toward healing.
Unfortunately, it was often not the intentions, resources or connections created by this
organization that were publicly discussed during the viral trending of the hashtag #MeToo. As
described above, this hashtag sparked international dialogue following a post by famous actress
Alyssa Milano. Therefore, it is important to note the difference between the “‘metoo.’
Movement,” as an organization founded by Burke, and the #MeToo movement, which refers to
the viral social media campaign following Milano’s social media post.
While well intentioned, Milano’s stated objective was that “’people will get the idea of
the magnitude, of just how many people have been affected by this in the world, in our lifetimes,
in this country’” (Milano, as quoted by Italie, 2017). Unlike Ms. Burke, Milano did not have a
system in place to address the ways in which survivors may need to be supported by this process.
Following Milano’s post, Facebook saw upwards of “12 million posts, comments and reactions
in less than 24 hours, by 4.7 million users” that utilized the phrase #MeToo and discussed issues
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related to sexual violence (Italie, 2017). In one day, it appears as though Ms. Milano’s post did
as intended, and brought the magnitude of the issue of sexual violence into the spotlight.
What we can assume was unintended by Milano, was the number of survivors who could
potentially be retraumatized or triggered as a result of the unexpected influx of stories of sexual
violence. With the #MeToo post by Milano going viral, without including the resources or
background provided by Burke, survivors were unexpectedly thrust into the spotlight. Whether
by publicly acknowledging their experience, or the internal symptoms that came with the steady
stream of traumatic material being discussed, one might expect that survivors during this
movement had difficulty leaving their trauma in the past to focus on their present experience.
Conversely, a potential benefit that was not stated as intentional by Milano is the impact of
speaking out about one’s experiences with sexual violence.

Social Media and Television: The Impact on Trauma Survivors
While the #MeToo movement has been praised for restarting a conversation about the
prevalence of sexual violence in our society, the methods by which this movement has gained
attention should be examined. Social media, a term used to describe a form of online
communication and networking that has only existed for the last few decades, was utilized as the
means of disseminating the initial twitter post, causing the swift and widespread response to the
hashtag #MeToo. As social media is a means of communication that has emerged relatively
recently, it is critical to develop an understanding of the ways in which social media impacts its
users. Furthermore, an understanding of Relational Cultural Theory shows how the messages
individuals receive from society at large, messages that are sometimes disseminated through
social media, can influence their understanding of their own experiences.
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Multiple studies have shown the impact of exposure to traumatic material through the
media on survivors of different traumatic experiences. A 2014 meta-analysis assessed 36 studies
on the impact of exposure to disaster media, with 29 studies focusing on terrorist events and 7
addressing natural disasters (Pfefferbaum et al., 2014). Most of the studies (n=24) asked about
the duration or frequency of contact with media coverage, while others (n=11) asked about
viewing specific images or scenes associated with the disaster coverage (Pfefferbaum et al.,
2014). Pfefferbaum and colleagues showed a positive correlation between disaster television
viewing and increased cases of PTSD and PTS for survivors of trauma, among other outcomes
(Pfefferbaum et al., 2014). While these researchers were able to show a correlation between
disaster television viewing and traumatic stress reactions, no such correlation was found with
newspaper or radio exposure, and only 3 studies explored internet use as a distinct variable
(Pfefferbaum et al., 2014). This highlights the need for this dissertation to address the impact of
social media in particular, as it often contains images similar to television, yet has fewer studies
that have explored the posttraumatic impact of content in this medium.
One study that did assess the impact of social media use was done by researchers from
Ariel University in Israel (Goodwin, Palgi, Hamama-Raz, & Ben-Ezra, 2013). This study
surveyed a random sample of 1000 New York metropolitan area residents one month following
Hurricane Sandy in order to determine if levels of post-traumatic stress reactions were higher
among those who learned of the hurricane through traditional media or social media. Goodwin
and colleagues (2013) determined that there was a statistically significant stress response level
that was higher among the group that used social media in lieu of traditional media (ie:
newspapers, television and radio), and postulate that this is due to the social contagion effect, or
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negative feelings that come about as a result of reading the negative experiences of others,
particularly those that are known to the reader.
The differences between these studies that identified natural disaster or terrorism as the
traumatic events, versus the traumatic experiences discussed during the #MeToo movement
should also be noted. The experiences of surviving a natural disaster or terrorist attack, while
horrific in their own right, are different from the deeply personal consequences of experiencing
sexual violence. This is not to say that experiencing a terrorist attack or natural disaster does not
have significant and personal consequences, but rather, that the intimate nature of sexual
violence, an intimate act of violence usually perpetuated on an individual as opposed to a
collective, has impacts that are dissimilar from those stemming from larger scale tragedies. The
exposure from the #MeToo movement was unique from the other studies discussed in that it shed
light on the sheer magnitude of sexual violence in our society. While there may be survivors who
experience relief in knowing they are not alone, or that others have suffered similarly, it could
likewise induce feelings of powerlessness and hopelessness to recognize the frequency of
incidence, or inescapability of violence in our communities.
While there is limited available research on the effects of social media on PTS, multiple
studies explore the negative effects of social media on mental health and suicidality. A 2012
meta-analysis of the ways in which social media can influence suicidal behavior states that
“evidence is growing that social media can influence pro-suicide behavior” (Luxton, June, &
Fairall, 2012). This coincides with the study completed in 2011 that showed a higher rate of
emergency room visits for suicide attempts following the announcement of celebrity suicides
(Jeong et al., 2012). Researchers postulate that these effects are largely due to the “emotional
contagion” effect, described as the transferring of emotional states from one person to another
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(Kramer, Guillory, & Hancock, 2014). While historically it was thought that in-person
interaction was necessary for emotional contagion to take place, a 2014 study conducted by the
core data science team at Facebook, inc. determined that, “in contrast to prevailing assumptions,
in-person interaction and nonverbal cues are not strictly necessary for emotional contagion
(Kramer, Guillory, & Hancock, 2014, p.1). For the survivors living through the #MeToo
movement, this may mean exposure to feelings and experiences of other survivors that they may
have been unaware of previously, whether intentionally or unintentionally, may well impact the
survivor’s own lived experience.
Studies such as the one completed by Facebook show the negative impact that media
exposure, primarily television and social media, could have on those that have experienced
trauma. While the #MeToo movement has provided a platform for survivors to speak out, an act
that is often touted as beneficial for survivors of sexual violence, it also brought the traumatic
experiences of these survivors into the spotlight. One potential consequence of this type of media
exposure is retraumatization, or the “traumatic stress reactions, responses, and symptoms that
occur consequent to multiple exposures to traumatic events that are physical, psychological, or
both in nature” (Duckworth & Follette, 2012, p.2). It is often referred to as a means to “capture
distress that occurs with the retelling of a trauma narrative” (Duckworth & Follette, 2012, p.2).
This type of retraumatization could impact a survivor’s daily life experiences in their home,
work or everyday life. Addressing issues of sexual violence publicly requires an understanding
of the impact this attention has on those who are most impacted by the issue.
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Involvement in Advocacy: The Impact on Trauma Survivors
The primary tactic utilized by the sexual assault survivor’s movement has been to
promote and encourage disclosure of trauma in both individual and public settings. Over twenty
years ago, it was clear that the “strategic metaphor of ‘breaking the silence’ is virtually
ubiquitous throughout the movement” (Alcoff & Gray, 1993, p.261), with numerous articles,
books, organizations and agencies named intentionally to reflect the importance of the survivor’s
voice. Now, the Consensus Model continues to discuss the need for processing traumatic
experiences as part of the second stage of recovery, with Herman (2015) describing this stage as
when “the survivor tells the story of the trauma” (p.195). This does not mean that the survivor
must simply state how their trauma has unfolded, but rather that the survivor has the experience
of telling their story, processing it fully, and feeling supported or affirmed in the experience of
retelling. Additionally, the third stage of the Consensus Model allows for further integration and
retelling of the survivor story as part of the survivor mission, where survivors may choose to
publicly or privately speak about their experiences during the process of seeking and promoting
justice (Herman, 2015).
Despite this need for retelling and processing, the 2017 National Crime Victims Survey
showed that rape and sexual violence were the least likely to be reported to law enforcement of
all the crimes surveyed, with only twenty-three percent of incidents being reported to law
enforcement (Casteel, Wolfe, & Nguyen, 2018). It is important to note, that even though
speaking out and telling one’s story is seen as a critical part of recovery from sexual violence, it
is not imperative or important for the survivor to speak out to law enforcement, or to seek justice
in a legal sense in response to their trauma in order for the healing to occur. Regardless, these
low reporting statistics are significant and attributed to a number of factors, including fear of not
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being believed, self blame, concerns about how the system will handle allegations, fear of
retaliation, fear of exposure and feeling as though this were a private matter (Casteel, Wolfe, &
Nguyen, 2018).
These personal experiences of survivors’ fears and concerns is contradictory to the
literature that promotes disclosure and discussion as necessary for healing. This discrepancy,
while important to note, may simply reflect the difficulties survivors face while moving through
their process of healing from trauma. Nearly thirty years ago, Alcoff and Gray (1993) discussed
the ways in which “speaking out serves to educate the society at large about the dimensions of
sexual violence and misogyny, to reposition the problem from the individual psyche to the social
sphere where it rightfully belongs, and to empower victims” (p.261). This disclosure of an
individual experience is still discussed as a necessary part of the healing process, as it often aids
in the processing of traumatic material and leads to feelings of political and personal
empowerment (Draucker et al., 2011; Stemple, 2003). Still today, most trauma treatment
modalities, including CMTT, encourage the discussion or processing of the traumatic material as
necessary for healing. CMTT devotes the second of the three stages to the “processing of
traumatic material in enough detail and to a degree of completion and resolution to allow the
individual to function with less posttraumatic impairment” (Courtois, 2004, p.418), and allows
for the survivor to move into the third stage of the survivor mission, which also often includes
speaking out about the experience. With regards to the #MeToo Movement, this model
highlights the potential benefits that come from publicly or privately acknowledging one’s
survivorhood (stages two and three), while adding to the positive benefits that come from feeling
as though one is speaking out against a form of injustice (stage three). One key component of the
CMTT that was not acknowledged in the initial implementation of this #MeToo movement as
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compared to the “metoo. Movement” as developed by Burke, however, involves the first stage,
where survivors prepare themselves for the processing stage through the development of internal
and external resources in order to safely navigate the potential dangers, or retraumatization, that
can come from retelling.
In following the feminist ecological framework, it could be argued that the #MeToo
movement created a type of disruption to the oppressive, patriarchal system that supports and
benefits perpetrators of sexual violence, as it created a moment where hundreds of high-powered
individuals lost their jobs or public admiration due to allegations of sexual violence. The act of
speaking out and being heard, as encouraged by the #MeToo movement, also follows the third
stage of the consensus model described above. It gives space for the survivor to share their story,
and restructure their trauma narrative in a way that acknowledges and supports the experience of
survivorhood, instead of questioning or minimizing it. Furthermore, the act of speaking out
allows for connections to be made between survivors and their support systems, which
exemplifies the restoration and healing as a result of human connection that is promoted through
RCT.

Back to Zoe
With all the information presented regarding the experience of trauma survivors, a revisit
to Zoe’s case example can help place these theories and research into context. Following her
experience with sexual violence, it is clear that Zoe was unable or unwilling to identify her
experience as such. This could be due to a multitude of factors, including but not limited to a
lack of understanding of the importance of consent, what actually constitutes experiences of
sexual violence, as well as her own fears about acknowledging the pain and the reality of that
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which had taken place. This experience relates to Judith Herman’s explanation of the dialectic of
trauma, which she describes as the “conflict between the will to deny horrible events and the will
to proclaim them aloud” (Herman, 2015, p. 1).
When observed within the context of the consensus model, it appears as though Zoe
remained partially in stage one (seeking safety), while also moving into stage three (life
restructuring). Zoe was able to find security and comfort in avoiding the acknowledgement of
her lived experience, while simultaneously moving forward with the modification of sobriety,
likely in order to alleviate her fears that this experience would happen again. She restructured her
life as though she had never experienced this trauma, and her internalization of her own guilt and
feelings of self-blame surrounding the trauma are evident through her continued avoidance of
alcohol.
As the #MeToo movement began to unfold, Zoe appears to be experiencing some
increased post-traumatic symptoms. These include an increase in her symptoms of anxiety, sleep
difficulties, nightmares, a decline in self-care, isolation from loved ones, and repeatedly
revisiting her traumatic experience, likely in response to her having not adequately completed the
stage one work of developing resources to assist with safer processing of traumatic material as
outlined in the Consensus Model. Through her observations of the #MeToo movement, Zoe
appears to be re-evaluating her own experiences and perceptions of the night in question. It is as
though through her witnessing the collective action of the individuals coming forward with their
own stories, Zoe is pushed towards re-evaluating and processing her own experiences in a way
that she hadn’t previously (stage two).
Whether Zoe ultimately determines whether or not she was assaulted, her increased
awareness as a result of the #MeToo movement challenged her to reconsider the events in
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college and how they have continued to impact her to this day. Zoe’s experience is just one
reflection of the broad impact of this social media phenomenon that has touched millions of lives
and connected individuals, survivors, perpetrators and allies to the experiences of millions of
people worldwide.

Research Question
There seems to be an ever-increasing amount of trending social movements such as the
#MeToo movement, that are quickly spread through the use of both traditional and social media.
The #MeToo movement encompasses both the influx of stories as a response to a viral twitter
post, as well as resources, advocacy and education. There has been well-documented research on
three key aspects of the #MeToo movement, including the impact of social media, involvement
in advocacy and impact of trauma disclosure. However, while this research describes aspects that
make up a large portion of the #MeToo movement, it gives little understanding of how the
movement as a whole has impacted individual survivors of sexual violence. As a result of this
new and widespread movement, it is imperative that we enhance our understanding of the ways it
is impacting individual survivors and ask: What is the impact, if any, of the #MeToo movement
on survivors of sexual violence?
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Introduction to Paper Two: A Qualitative Study Exploring the #MeToo Movement
The first paper of this dissertation addresses the cultural and social representations of sexual
violence, the impact of trauma on survivors, and the potential ways that the #MeToo movement
has impacted individuals and systems. It also posed a call to action in order to determine how the
#MeToo movement has impacted survivors of sexual violence. This second paper will include
the methodology and findings of an exploratory study that utilized a qualitative, semi-structured
phenomenological interview approach to answer the question: In what ways has the #MeToo
movement, propelled by social media and advocacy initiatives, impacted survivors of sexual
violence?

Background Information: Creating the Context
The #MeToo movement references a viral campaign, fueled predominantly by social
media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter, that was intended to raise awareness of the
prevalence of sexual assault and harassment. The #MeToo movement, as discussed in this
dissertation, differs from the organization developed by activist and leader Tarana Burke, titled
the “metoo. Movement”. The organization, as developed by Burke, was created with the
intention of minimizing the stigma of sexual violence and connecting survivors of sexual
violence to resources that may support them.
The #MeToo movement, as discussed in this dissertation, represents the viral campaign
and subsequent moment in history which began in October 2017 after celebrity Alyssa Milano
posted the following to her twitter: “Me too. Suggested by a friend: If all the women who have
been sexually harassed or assaulted wrote ‘Me too.’ as a status, we might give people a sense of
the magnitude of the problem” (as quoted by Garcia, 2017). Prior to this tweet, Milano was
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unaware of the organization and advocacy efforts utilizing the same slogan, as developed by
Burke. After being informed of the original advocacy efforts, Milano quickly reached out to
Burke in order to rectify the situation and give credit to the person who started it all.
According to a study by Pew Research Center, in the year following the initial tweet by
Milano there were over 19 million posts using the hashtag #MeToo (Anderson & Toor, 2018).
While 71% of these tweets were written in English, the other 29% were written in various
languages, including Afrikaans (7%) , Somali (4%) and Spanish (3%), (Anderson & Toor, 2018).
It is also important to note that these posts have continued to this day, with individuals
continuing to come forward with their own stories of sexual violence. This data not only
represents the global impact of the movement, but also the sheer magnitude of people who were
witnessing and responding to the #MeToo posts.
One way to understand how survivors have been impacted by this movement is through
an understanding of the ways in which both clinicians and survivors of sexual violence
conceptualize their experience of trauma and recovery. One contemporary understanding of this
experience is shown through the Consensus Model of Trauma Treatment. CMTT is a model that
was initially developed in response to a survey done by the Complex Trauma Task Force
(CTTF), appointed by the International Society for Traumatic Stress Studies (ISTSS) (Cloitre et
al., 2011). This survey was intended to “obtain expert opinions about the salient symptoms of
Complex PTSD and more importantly, recommendations for its treatment” (Cloitre et al., 2011).
While this model was originally developed with the intention of addressing Complex Trauma, it
has become a widely utilized in the treatment of sexual trauma, whether or not that trauma is
categorized as complex.
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The use of the Consensus Model of Trauma Treatment is significant for this research not
only because of it’s frequent use with survivors of sexual violence, but because of the overlap
between the three phases of the Consensus Model and how these phases may correlate to the
experiences of survivors living through the #MeToo movement. CMTT follows a three phase
approach, with the first phase focusing on “ensuring the individual’s safety, reducing symptoms,
and increasing important emotional, social and psychological competencies” (Cloitre et al., p.5,
2011). The second phase includes the complete processing of the traumatic experiences and the
survivor’s memories, and the third and final phase includes moving forward from the “end of the
treatment to greater engagement in relationships, work or education, and community life”
(Cloitre et al., p.6, 2011). In essence, this model encourages seeking safety and increasing coping
skills prior to the processing of traumatic material, which will ultimately lead to a more
integrated life with greater capacity for engagement in the full life experience.
This model also can give insight into the potential ways survivors may respond to the
#MeToo movement. Some may feel a decreased sense of safety as a result of the new influx of
traumatic or triggering material, while others experience a sense of increased safety that comes
from knowing the sheer number of people who have shared similar experiences of sexual
violence (stage one). Stage two speaks to the impact of processing traumatic material that may
have begun, or been influenced by, a survivor’s decision to participate in the movement and
share their own stories with those around them. Lastly, the third stage of the consensus model,
which leading trauma researcher Judith Herman, refers to as a survivor mission, speaks to the
potential for healing that comes from social action. Herman describes that “public truth telling is
the common denominator of all social action” and this form of social action was the crux of what
made up the #MeToo movement (Herman, 2015, p.208), In addition to the public truth telling,
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the second form of social action described in Herman’s description of the survivor mission
includes the pursuit of justice. Herman describes how “the survivor draws power from her ability
to stand up in public and speak the truth without fear of the consequences”, which is important
“not only for her personal well-being but also for the health of the larger society” (Herman,
2015, p.209-210). This third stage, or survivor mission, represents both the personal and societal
benefits of the #MeToo movement at large, and the impact of survivor’s involvement in social
justice for both the individual and broader society.

Introduction to the Research Study
As our society moves towards an ever-increasing use of technology and social media
platforms, movements such as the #MeToo movement that are fueled by online social platforms
have become more and more prevalent. The following study was developed with the intention of
gaining an understanding of the way the #MeToo movement impacted survivors of sexual
violence. This study utilized a qualitative, empirical approach in order to understand the
experiences of survivors of sexual violence during this moment in history.

Recruitment and Participation
The University of Pennsylvania’s Institutional Review Board preapproved this research
project and its methodologies before recruitment began. A purposive sampling approach was
utilized, and participants were recruited from online forums. These online forums were
specifically chosen because their primary utilization was to address issues related to gender
and/or sexual violence, such as the “Survivor Speaks” group on Facebook. This sampling and
recruitment strategy was beneficial in that it provided relatively easy access to large numbers of
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sexual assault survivors who had already shown interest in the topic at hand, and as a result, may
have been more willing to engage in research about this topic. Furthermore, as the majority of
#MeToo postings took place on social media, it seemed that this would be an appropriate place
to recruit participants who were aware of the movement.
In order to be included in this study, participants must have self-identified as a victim of
sexual violence more than one year prior to the beginning of the study but no more than ten years
prior to the study. In addition, participants must have identified as women between the ages of 21
and 45, and must have been over the age of 18 at the time of their experience with sexual
violence. It should be noted that no questions were specifically asked about type(s) of sexual
violence experienced. Individuals were excluded from the study sample if they identified as
male, however no questions were asked to determine if the participants identified as genderqueer
or non-binary. Participants were also excluded from the study if they were receiving inpatient
psychiatric services or intensive outpatient mental health services at the time of the study. The
recruitment flier that was posted in the abovementioned forums can be seen in Appendix A.
Interested individuals were asked to contact the researcher via email or phone in order to
discuss study eligibility. All participants signed and returned the informed consent form,
providing consent to be interviewed and recorded, as well as consent for the use of anonymous
quotes from their interviews to be included in the completed document.
From the “Survivor Speaks” group previously mentioned, over forty members responded to
the researcher, reporting interest in participating. Many of those who expressed interested did
not, however, complete the required consent forms, and were therefore not included in the study.
Additionally, eight men who had requested to participate were deemed ineligible, as well as
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several people whose experiences of sexual violence took place when they were under the age of
18, or outside of the timeline required by the study.

Sample
There were eleven (n=11) individuals who participated in this study. All of the
participants were between the ages of 22 and 35 and identified as female; ten used she/her
pronouns, and one participant stated a preference for the pronouns they/them/theirs. Ten of the
participants were employed, and the eleventh identified as a student. Of the eleven participants,
five acknowledged making a #MeToo post or publicly identifying as a survivor of sexual
violence, while six reported that they did not participate nor identify as a survivor publicly.
Information regarding sexual orientation, race and income were not gathered.

Data Collection and Analysis
Interviews were conducted through the use of Zoom, an online video conferencing
platform, and transcribed using a transcription service. In order to further protect the anonymity
of the study participants, all video recordings were deleted once they were transcribed, and all
transcribed interviews were stored on the researcher’s password protected computer in an
encrypted file. Participants were also given pseudonyms in order to protect confidentiality, with
the researcher being the only individual with access to the participants names and consent forms.
Interview topics included the participants’ experiences of learning of the #MeToo
movement, their responses to the movement, and the impact, if any, that the #MeToo movement
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had on their media consumption, social relationships, distress levels, mood and functioning (see
Appendix C for interview questionnaire).
This interviewer intentionally did not request information regarding the specifics of the
survivors’ experiences with sexual violence, in order to minimize the potential for further
retraumatization as a result of their participation in this study, although some participants did
volunteer this information throughout their interviews. It is important to note that the goal of this
study was not to focus on the participants’ specific histories of sexual violence, but rather the
experiences that came from witnessing a social movement that focuses on those traumatic events,
regardless of the individual’s personal narrative.
Upon termination of the interview, participants were provided with information on
available resources that could assist them with any further concerns that may have arisen as a
result of completing this study; in addition, they were given a $15 gift card to Amazon.com as
compensation for their time and participation.
In order to best organize the data gathered, the researcher utilized an inductive approach
to analysis. First, open, line by line coding was done with the intention of reading through the
data in order to develop a general sense of the themes presented. Next, focused coding was
utilized in order to identify the most commonly presenting themes, and a codebook was
developed. Lastly, the third review of the data allowed the researcher to look further into the
identified themes within the codebook for the specific thematic issues most prominently raised.

Research Findings and Discussion
There were nine themes identified that were specific, significant, and critical to the
research question. Each of these themes was identified in various ways by multiple participants.
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Each theme will be presented, and discussed within the context of the literature reviewed in order
to better understand the specific implications. Additionally, there is some overlap within the
context of the themes, and judgement calls were made in order to determine where the content fit
best. The themes that will be presented and discussed are as follows:
•

Survivors supporting survivors (identified in 10/11 interviews),

•

Saturation: Feelings of being triggered or overwhelmed (identified in 9/11 interviews)

•

Gratitude about increased awareness (Identified in 9/11 interviews)

•

Increased comfort in speaking about SV (Identified in 9/11 interviews)

•

Changing perceptions about sexual violence (identified in 8/11 interviews

•

Questions of longevity or impact (identified in 7/11 interviews)

•

Guilt over not participating in the movement (Identified in 6/11 interviews)

•

Concerns over the minimization of sexually violent experiences (identified in 6/11
interviews)

•

Caution or protection of self around media consumption (identified in 5/11
interviews).

Theme One: Survivors Supporting Survivors
One primary theme that came through during the interview process for this dissertation
was the support survivors were both giving and receiving to and from one another, both privately
and publicly on social media platforms during the #MeToo movement. This support included
feelings of being seen or supported by someone who has experienced something similar, feeling
as though one can be a support to others, and feelings of increased confidence at disclosing
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experiences of sexual violence after witnessing the support that community members and loved
ones were providing others.
Ten of the eleven participants discussed communicating with friends, family members
and acquaintances who they had seen posting #MeToo statuses in order to provide and/or receive
support, regardless of whether or not they posted their own #MeToo status. Some participants,
like participant B, identified reaching out to fellow survivors, stating, “I tried to message friends
that I saw posting for the first time to make sure that they had the support they needed”. This
sentiment was echoed by participant H who stated, “I do remember sending all the people I knew
who were posting about it, I was sending them texts or private messages and being like, I saw
what you posted. I'm really sorry about what happened. And I've gone through this too. I'm here
for you.” Participant I stated, “I want to make sure I offer support to someone. So, if I see a post,
if they're public about it, I'll comment. If I know about it privately, I'll message them and I just
want people to know I'm there 'cause I get it, 'cause I've been there.” This sentiment, of wanting
to provide support for friends and acquaintances, was echoed frequently throughout this research.
There was also no clear pattern as to the specific emotional tone felt by the participants
discussing this theme, and the emotional range fluctuated between positive feelings, such as
feeling uplifted or affirmed, and more negative feelings such as feeling as though this
communication was burdensome or exhausting.
A sense of solidarity and understanding was identified by nearly all of the participant
survivors, including those who didn’t publicly speak out about their experiences. Some of these
survivors disclosed feeling supported by their community even without their public participation
in the movement. Participant K stated that even though she didn’t expose her experiences on
social media, “I still knew that I was supported by my community for having been a survivor
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myself because I saw the ways that other survivors and other friends who came forward were
supported and loved by our community.” A similar sentiment was echoed by two other research
participants, who disclosed that their partners’ responses to the movement allowed them to feel
more confident in disclosing their experiences to future partners, which also correlates to Theme
Four, or the increase in comfort related to speaking about sexual violence.
Some survivors, like Participant I who was quoted above, discussed their reasons for
participating in this communication as a wish to support other survivors. Other participants, like
Participant H, identified that the support she expressed was both for others, as well as herself.
She stated, “I did genuinely want to give support, but in hindsight, I definitely think there was
also an element of feeling really alone and like I needed to be supported as well. And if I
connected with people who understood, like maybe I could build my support network too.”
This building of a support network was echoed by multiple participants. For example,
Participant A discussed the deepening of relationships that resulted in response to #MeToo,
noting,
I feel like I have more of a personal connection with some of those friends and
acquaintances that like, now we know we’ve both gone through things that we never
would’ve talked about before and a lot of us have had conversations about trauma, about
recovery, about dealing with seeing it every day.
Participant G, even went so far as to name it a “club for survivors”, then stating, “I'd meet
random people who I didn't know but we're kind of connected and like, one degree off of the
inner circle. It's created a lot of opportunity for connection with survivors that, otherwise, I
probably would have never had the chance to connect with”; and she further described the
“weird sense of community and belonging across like the different people I would connect
within it or connect too within it”.
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This feeling of connection or mutuality reflects the reparative work that comes during the
third stage of the Consensus Model. As Herman describes, “traumatic events destroy the
sustaining bonds between individual and community. Those that have survived learn that their
sense of self, of worth, of humanity, depends upon a feeling of connection to others” (2015,
p.214). It appears as though the #MeToo movement, by encouraring survivors to speak out, has
provided a platform for many of the survivor participants to connect with one another and
develop a community that they may not have been connected with previously, possibly
establishing connection between those bonds that had previously been broken by their traumatic
experience. This theme correlates strongly to the third stage of the consensus model, or the
reconsolidation and rebuilding of life following survival of a traumatic experience, and the
involvement in a survivor mission. Through the communication and support received from
fellow survivors, and community members at large, survivors have had an opportunity consistent
with work done during the third stage of trauma recovery. Namely, they were given the
opportunity for community building, speaking out, and giving and/or receiving support to/from
other survivors of sexual violence, thus becoming involved with a survivor mission made
available by this movement.This theme also represets opportunities consistent with the first stage
of trauma recovery, in which survivors build upon their resources in order to more safely
navigate through the following two stages. This theme, arguably more so than any of the others,
allowed survivors to develop a support system that could help them navigate the potential
retraumatization that may have come as a result of the #MeToo movement.
Since this theme was identified by so many of the survivors, I think it is also important to
discuss the outlier, or the eleventh participant who did not identify giving or receiving support
during this time. This participant reported that she did not feel the need for support, largely due
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to her own work experiences as working for a sexual violence prevention agency for over a
decade. This survivor, more than any of the others, could arguably be considered to be in the
third phase of the consensus model – where she has fully processed integrated her experiences
into her life, and was continuing to work towards her survivor mission of sexual violence
prevention. It is also possible that this survivor’s experiences of working in sexual violence
prevention provided the same type of connection to a survivor community for her that the other
ten participants were beginning to realize through the #MeToo movement. As a result, she
identified the #MeToo movement having less of an impact on her than some of her friends,
colleagues and acquaintances.

Theme Two: Saturation – Feelings of being triggered or overwhelmed
The experiences of the participants during this movement, unfortunately, did not come
without a cost to some of the survivors participating in this research study. Nine of the eleven
participants included in this study discussed some feelings of being overwhelmed or
retraumatized by the continuous exposure to stories of sexual violence that took place as a result
of the trending hashtag #MeToo. Several of the survivors discussed feeling as though they were
unable to escape the stories of sexual violence that were being told around them, describing it as
“almost like an onslaught and you could not avoid it for a long time” (Participant F), or that it
simply “felt like there was no end in sight” (Participant A). Participant F further described it as a
“feeling of overwhelmingness ‘cause you couldn't escape it.” Of note, these feelings were often
discussed within the context of some sort of vacillation between wanting to engage and wanting
to disengage from the conversation, or between moments of agency and moments of
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powerlessness. This reflects the dialectic of trauma, and the fluctuation between symptoms of
avoidance versus symptoms of intrusion that often follow traumatic experiences.
The survivors disclosed how this lack of a respite impacted their mood and overall
functioning. Participant I disclosed the emotional toll that the constant barrage of stories of
sexual violence had on her, exclaiming, “You're seeing how frequent it is and it's just it's-- it-it
just tears you to shreds. It was-- it's disgusting, it's heartbreaking. It's-it's a lot of-- a lot of
different emotions.” Participant A discussed the anticipatory fear she felt while awaiting another
#MeToo story to unfold, describing a sense of hypervigilance which mimics the experiences
often observed in posttraumatic reactions. Participant A stated “that it was really hard not
knowing. You know? Is today going to be the day that a piece of news breaks and I have to go
through that and possibly go home sick, and deal with everything that’s going on?” Similarly,
Participant G discussed the same sense of hypervigilance, a common consequence of trauma
where the “human system of self-preservastion seems to go onto permanent alert (Herman, 2015,
p.35), and one of the diagnostic criteria for Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) (American
Psychiatric Association, 2013). Participant G described how “it began to feel crippling and
impossible at times, because of just like how frequent it was coming at you and the ability to not
only fight within your own story but then, like, you sit with other peoples in theirs.” She
described the feeling of not knowing how to self-regulate these emotions, especially during times
when she was in her professional role, stating, “When it comes up in work settings. I can't just
run to my bedroom and do a deep breathing meditation and ground myself.” Similarly,
Participant B discussed her frustrations with the conversations taking place around her as an
educator, stating, “If I never had to talk to another teenage boy about why girls, boys, women
don't lie about being raped, it would be too soon”.
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One survivor in particular discussed what was identified as a physical response to
traumatic material. In describing how she would attempt to avoid the thoughts that were coming
up as a result of #MeToo, Participant C would find herself “either pushing it out of my head to
try to not think about it or even like, really this I know it sounds weird, but it's just strange to say,
um, I like instinctively just like, squeeze my legs together”. This response could easily be
described by many clinicians as an automatic, physical response to trauma, or more simply, a
post-traumatic symptom that highlights the level of intrusion this participant experienced in
response to the #MeToo posts, and the efforts she was taking to protect herself, both consciously
and subconsciously.
Under the same theme of saturation comes the shocking realization of how many
individuals’ lives had been impacted by sexual violence – which in many ways overlaps with
Theme Five (Changing Perceptions of Sexual Violence). In regard to the theme of saturation,
several survivors, like Participant H, discussed how they originally attempted to reach out to
most people that were making #MeToo posts, but ultimately had to stop because “there hit a
point where there were just so many that I wasn't necessarily sending a message to everyone. I
stopped posting, or trying to reach out ‘cause it was kind of overwhelming.” This feeling of
being overwhelmed at the sheer number of survivors coming forward was echoed by Participant
G, who very succinctly stated, “It's really tough to just think that like, ‘It's not just me.’"
Participant D even went so far as to state that she began to feel desensitized to others’
experiences of sexual violence, stating, “It's becoming the norm, you know. Like I feel like at
this point like nothing's really that shocking”. This further reflects the dialectic of trauma, as the
participants describes moving from intrusion to numbness, and discusses another symptom
associated with PTSD: feelings of detachment (American Psychiatric Association, 2013).
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This theme highlights the traumatic impact that this movement had on many of the
survivors who lived through it, and it should not go unnoticed that nearly all of the participants in
this study identified this feeling. It is clear that for the survivors who identified the feelings of
saturation, a large percentage of the participants in this study, the responses to the #MeToo
movement mimicked the post traumatic reactions most often described in trauma literature.
Many of the responses described above parallel those found in post traumatic reactions,
particularly the feelings of intrusion, feeling overwhelmed, feelings of numbness or shutting
down, withdrawal and dissociation. This theme also highlights the intensity of the affective
experience for survivors during this movement, and when taken into consideration with the
theme above, notes the juxtaposition between feelings of support and feelings of being
overwhelmed, both in response to the same stimuli.

Theme Three: Gratitude for Increased Awareness
While participants in this study did predominantly identify as feeling overwhelmed or
oversaturated with the #MeToo posts they were witnessing, several participants also identified
feelings of gratitude and appreciation for the increase in awareness of the issues related to sexual
violence (n=9). Of note, several survivors identified within this theme also discussed the feelings
of frustration over what it took to get to this moment of advocacy. Regardless, these feelings
were still included within this theme, as they address the challenges necessary in order for
gratitude to be felt, or the ruptures that allow for repair to take place.
Within the theme of gratitude, participants discussed the feelings of validation,
empowerment and inspiration after seeing so many others discuss their experiences of sexual
violence. Participant E identified this as “safety in numbers” and Participant F noted that this led
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to “seeing women who have been silenced be able to have voice and be able to speak their
story”. This correlates to many participants highlighting the difference in the ways in which they
were able to engage in conversations around sexual violence (see Theme Four).
Multiple survivors also discussed their feelings of gratitude around changing attitudes
towards sexual violence, discussing the “awareness and some real changes” (Participant A).
Many participants discussed feeling comforted by the number of people reaching out to them,
with Participant K succinctly stating, “I feel like it was one of the first times in my life, and I
expect the lives of many where, they really felt supported by the entire world”, and Participant G
further stated that “the more people that spoke out, the less alone I know I felt, and I know others
felt”. This sense of camaraderie, for the survivors in this study, was a crucial component of the
movement that allowed them to feel comfortable speaking about their own experiences, whether
privately or publicly.
Conversely, Participant A identified feeling understood and justified in her feelings of
anger, stating, “Now at least when I was angry people could understand why. Because they were
seeing it too. They were seeing it in the news, they were seeing it from other people in their lives,
and I felt like other people understood why I was angry when before they didn’t understand”.
This understanding of Participant A’s experience appeared to be a dramatic shift for her, with
other people understanding the underlying causes of her anger that maybe they hadn’t been
willing to recognize previously, without the sheer amount of survivors telling their stories.
Some survivors, like Participant F, identified the juxtaposition between feeling “thankful
and wanting to honor the people sharing their experiences,” while simultaneously recognizing
“that was kind of triggering, you know, seeing it everywhere on your news feeds and on the
news just forces you to relate it to yourself and your own experiences with sexual violence.” This
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juxtaposition of the gratitude felt for the increasing awareness, combined with the frustration at
needing to expose their own traumas in order for the experiences of others to be believed, was
highlighted several times. Similarly, survivors discussed their frustration over what they
perceived as the need for “credible evidence” for more high-profile cases of sexual violence that
came to light as a result of #MeToo (Participant F). While some were grateful for this increase in
“credibility”, others like Participant B identified feeling like survivors “have to expose their own
personal pain in order to justify, you know, whatever one person on the media is going through”.
This sentiment was echoed by Participant A who stated, “We all have to pool our personal pain
just to be able to justify this one person not reporting their case.”
These experiences described the phenomenon of feeling both empowered, yet also angry
at having to work so hard to be seen or acknowledged. It encompasses the experience of feeling
an increased sense of safety that comes from recognizing that the participant was not alone in
their experience, but also the frustrations that come about with knowing that not only are these
issues of sexual violence so prevalent, but that the survivor is responsible for bringing attention
to it and having these issues be acknowledged. This encompasses both the first and third stage of
the consensus model, with survivors feeling an increased sense of safety or stability, while
simultaneously becoming involved in advocacy work. However, this advocacy did not always
appear to be driven by the experience of healing, but rather by the feelings of anger and
frustration that came as a result of not being believed, or not feeling as though survivor’s voices
were being heard.
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Theme Four: Increased Comfort in Speaking About Sexual Violence
The fourth theme includes feelings of increased comfort in engaging in discussions about
sexual violence. Nine participants discussed the ways in which #MeToo has allowed them to feel
more comfortable in conversations about sexual violence, identifying decreased feelings of
shame and increased feelings of confidence and support when speaking about their own
experiences or the experiences of others. Several participants alluded to the changes in the ways
in which society at large more readily engage in conversations around sexual violence, with
Participant G acknowledging these were conversations that “we never even had five, ten years
ago”.
Both Participant A and Participant F referred to this movement as having “opened the
door” to having more in-depth, personal conversations with male friends and family members in
their lives. Others described sexual violence as a “more socially acceptable topic” (Participant H)
that is “not as stigmatized” (Participant J) and almost freeing after “people have kept it so quiet
and so under the rug for so long” (Participant I). It appears as though, for these survivors, the
#MeToo movement has eliminated the taboo from conversations about sexual violence, and
provided them with the support and confidence necessary in order to acknowledge and confront
these conversations in their everyday lives.
Several survivors discussed real change-making conversations that they began leading as
a result of the movement. One survivor, Participant B, discussed the in-depth conversations she
was having with male friends about the dynamics of sexual relationships, stating,
It led to a really important discussion, I think, amongst people too about what that means
and what that looks like and what entitlement is, right? Like what entitlement to sex looks
like, what and how that is about power. I’ve had lots of conversations with guy friends
about that. Like, no, maybe you don’t think you did anything wrong, but that doesn’t
mean you didn’t.
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Participant K discussed how following this movement she began running support groups for
fellow survivors, indicating, “I'm not sure if I would have had the confidence to do that if it
wasn't for movements like #MeToo”. These new conversations not only represent the increased
comfort that these women had in engaging in such topics, but also the engagement of the “other”,
or in this case, men who may have unknowingly engaged in behaviors that perpetuated the
culture of sexual violence.
One of the reasons identified for this increase in comfort included descriptions of the
participants calling on the collective “courage and strength” they witnessed in order to feel
justified or validated in their conversations (Participant J, Participant K). Another reason
identified for this newfound comfort was the decrease in shame associated with the experience
following the collective outpouring of individual stories. Participant H described sexual violence
as “an act of violence that depends on shame and is intended to cause shame”, and that the
choice survivors make to speak out “defined the violence” within the experience, as opposed to
the shame that was previously so prominent.
While there is no certainty, one could argue that this upswing in the comfort levels
associated with this conversation may have helped survivors move more quickly through the
processing and integration phase of their trauma recovery. By the #MeToo movement
encouraging survivors to come forward with their stories, the movement was simultaneously
encouraging the dialogue that is so often seen as a necessary component of healing. Through the
normalization of the experiences of sexual violence, this movement allowed survivors who may
have not previously engaged in the second stage of the consensus model, or the processing and
storytelling portion of their recovery, to do so. Furthermore, it allowed them the space and time
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to process these experiences not only with clinicians or individuals in their lives, but with other
survivors that may have disclosed their own experiences.

Theme Five: Changing perceptions about sexual violence
Several participants (n=8) within this study identified the ways in which the #MeToo
movement has impacted their own perceptions or understanding of sexual violence. This
primarily was addressed in three different subthemes. First, was the change in perception around
the prevalence of sexual violence. Participant H discussed feeling “surprised at how many of us
there were”, which was a sentiment echoed by several participants as they discussed the people
in their lives that came forward unexpectedly with their own experiences of sexual violence.
Participant D disclosed feeling as though the images or stories she had heard about what
sexual violence looks like was different than what she was seeing, stating that “there's so many
stories, and they don't all fit just one or two narratives you might see in the movie or wherever,
you know? It's not the scary guy jumping out in the bushes. It's like, everyone you know. Or not
everyone you know, but so many people you know have been abused or are abusers”. This
experience echoes the experience of feeling oversaturated by stories, as discussed in Theme
Two.
Participant I, discussed the experience she had after several older women in her life,
including her mother, came forward with an experience of sexual violence as a result of the
#MeToo movement. She discussed the impact this had on her own sense of processing, stating,
“You don't expect to hear that from a parent. And it was really hard.” Similarly, two other
participants explored their feelings surrounding men in their lives coming forward, and how this
changed their perceptions of who experiences sexual violence. This new understanding of who is
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impacted by sexual violence changed the narrative from an individual’s story, to a collective
experience shared by many.
The impact of men coming forward and speaking about their own experiences was also
discussed by Participant J when she discussed the impact of celebrity Terry Crews speaking out
about his experience of being groped, and how this validated her feelings of being violated when
similar situations had happened to her. She described how “every single time you are groped or
something like that at like a party or a club, obviously you're not going to report every single
thing like that. So, I think him coming forward and being like, ‘This happened to me. It was very
upsetting’” was impactful. This concept also correlates to the next subtheme identified, or the
new ways survivors understood the meaning of sexual violence.
A second subtheme identified was the concept of changing perceptions about what
constitutes sexual violence. Several participants discussed experiences in their lives that they
originally did not categorize as sexual violence that were brought up and reconsidered under the
new framework provided by the #MeToo movement. Participant C discussed how “the whole
movement kind of made me realize that I am a victim too, and maybe I didn't consider myself a
victim at first because alcohol was involved”. She further acknowledged that “seeing all these
posts made me realize that there are a lot of different kinds of sexual assault and sexual violence
and it doesn't discriminate”. The experience of minimizing her own story of sexual violence, to
the point where she did not categorize it as such prior to the movement could be viewed as a type
of internalized oppression experienced by this survivor. Sexual violence, in a way, had been so
normalized, and so consistently associated with the victim’s actions instead of the perpetrators,
that this survivor did not believe her own experience qualified due to her own consumption of
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alcohol, echoing the ways in which society continued to minimize the experience of survivors
whose narratives didn’t fall under the neatly arranged myths of what sexual violence looks like.
The impact of putting definitions to the experience described by Participant C were
highlighted separately by Participant B, who discussed how it “is really powerful, to have a
definition and a name for something that perhaps [survivors] hadn't defined or named before”.
This sentiment was also felt by Participant D who stated, “Situations that I thought were the
norm, or guys just being guys or whatever, was clearly not okay. So, it definitely like helped put
things in perspective.” Another survivor, Participant I, discussed her unwillingness to see herself
as a survivor prior to the movement, and how these feelings changed with her shift in perceptions
around what constitutes sexual violence, stating, “I didn't really want to see things for what they
were because that meant something bad happened to me. And it was really hard to deal with the
fact that something bad had happened.” The concept of the difficulty in facing the reality of
one’s experience was echoed multiple times, and led to the third subtheme identified.
This third subtheme includes the impact on the internal processing of the participant’s
experience as a result of their new perceptions of what constitutes sexual violence. Several
survivors discussed processing their experiences of sexual violence in ways that they had not
considered prior to the movement. For example, Participant G discussed the authenticity and
vulnerability she witnessed in the #MeToo posts, discussing how “it created great empathy on a
large scale for everyone who's experienced it, but then also showing that inward empathy itself
has been really beautiful in my healing journey”. In essence, Participant G was describing her
own internalization of the care and support she was providing for other survivors during this
movement, representing her own experience of being in the final stage of the consensus model, a
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stage that includes life restructuring and consolidation, and often a survivor mission (Cloitre et
al., 2011).
However, not all survivors that discussed this theme were as far along in their trauma
processing as Participant G. Participant D, for example, discussed the ways in which this
movement was forcing her to address areas of her life that she hadn’t previously connected to her
experiences of sexual violence, stating, “It made me think about it more… It's evaluating in
different ways and stuff. And then like I'm always kind of seeing it through repercussions or
ways that I handle my-my current relationship.” This subtheme truly represents the experience of
moving between the three stages identified in the consensus model of trauma treatment, and how
that advancement was impacted by this movement.
This theme of the changing perceptions related to sexual violence as a result of the
#MeToo movement correlates strongly to Relational Cultural Theory (RCT), and how cultural
perceptions and understandings may influence personal experiences. This theory was developed
following discussions in Jean Baker Miller’s book Toward a New Psychology of Women (1976),
which noted that the traditional theories of counseling and human development focused on
pathologizing the individual, with limited understanding of the contextual experiences within the
individual’s lives, or the relationships that impacted them – including the relationships of women
and other marginalized groups to the society at large. In relation to this movement and theme in
particular, RCT provides a framework of understanding how the individual’s experience of
sexual violence and understanding of that event may be influenced by cultural depictions of the
same phenomenon. As the narrative around what constitutes sexual violence changes in society,
so too does the understanding of the survivor’s own story.
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This theme of changing perceptions in the way sexual violence is understood speaks to
the larger issue at hand of the ways in which sexual violence had historically been represented in
a cultural context. It alludes to the ways in which society has historically represented stories of
sexual violence as individual, violent acts being perpetrated by dangerous strangers, reinforcing
myths about who perpetrates and experiences sexual violence. For many of the survivors that
identified these changes in perception, they had not understood the prevalence of sexual violence
nor what may constitute sexual violence, likely due to the taboo nature of this topic and the ways
in which the culture at large addressed (or didn’t address) it. As a result of this movement and
newfound attention to the prevalence and reality of sexual violence, the shift in understanding
surrounding this issue allowed survivors to process their experiences differently – thus furthering
their ability to move through the second stage of the consensus model, the stage of processing
and understanding their experience fully.

Theme Six: Questions of Longevity or Impact
The sixth theme identified included questions of the longevity or impact of the
movement. Seven of the survivors interviewed discussed feeling as though this movement was “a
passing phase” (Participant F) or “feeling like it’s just a trend. Not something really important
that people are going to pay that much attention to” (Participant G). Participant A discussed how
“it’s nice when these things kinda get some attention and people feel like they can speak out, but
I didn’t really expect it to last.”
The second question within this theme is the question of whether or not this movement
will have an impact on the culture at large and actually result in a paradigm shift. Participant B,
alluded to this when stating:
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I'm also always skeptical of social media movements, and how much they're actually
able to change discourse and socio-cultural norms…. who knows how much that actually
is able to change the greater reasons and you know, the deeper reasons and the root
causes of why sexual violence happens. Like are perpetrators reading this and changing
their behavior? I don't know.

This feeling was reiterated multiple times throughout the conversation with these
survivors, as they identified the ways in which they were witnessing cultural changes happening,
or not happening. Participant E called this moment “a starting point” where we are seeing the
amount of people coming forward while simultaneously also recognizing the need for further
change, stating, “If all that happens is that we know many, many people are hurt by this and
affected by it, then that's not enough.”
These questions of the longevity of the movement are understandable, especially
considering how quickly social media movements typically become irrelevant. Additionally, this
concern may also echo the survivor’s feelings of hopelessness reflected in the experiences of
witnessing stories of sexual violence being invalidated or questioned prior to the movement
taking place, and the fear that this movement will soon be considered irrelevant, despite the
pandemic of sexual violence continuing. For the survivors, these questions represent not only the
need for continued action towards the ending of sexual violence, but also the larger issues of
feeling as though these issues are easily dismissed or overlooked within the confines of the larger
culture.

Theme Seven: Guilt Over Not Participating in the Movement
Six of the eleven participants discussed some feelings of guilt in relation to their choices
to not identify as a survivor publicly during this movement. Of these six, five discussed not
making a #MeToo post, while the sixth identified that she made one several months after the
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movement gained traction. Participant B and Participant H both chose not to disclose their
survivor status because they were not ready for specific people in their lives to know about their
experiences, particularly their boyfriend and parents respectively. Participant B discussed this
choice, describing it as a “taking a big physical and metaphorical step back from the
conversation”. Participant H described why she made this choice by stating, “I was afraid of
giving voice to that might do and not only for myself but for those around me, and I think I
wasn't ready to step into that possibility yet.” Similarly, Participant K discussed concerns about
her future career, and questioning whether her experiences as a survivor would limit her future
professional opportunities, stating “I didn't want to be looked at or perceived differently after
having gone through that and having admitted to it.” Participant G discussed her wish to make a
post, and the dichotomy between wanting to speak out versus the fear of the potential impact it
may have had on them. They stated their reasons for holding back, describing the question of
“What do I do? Every ounce of me wants to [make a post] but I don't feel safe.” They further
went on to describe how difficult it was for them “to have such a wonderful movement come
forward, but still feel silenced and like I couldn't tell my full story publicly”.
This urge to speak out publicly was complicated by the feelings of guilt over the choice
to not speak out. Participant D named this feeling, stating “I felt guilty for not talking about my
story”, whereas Participant E described this guilt as “a little bit like giving up power again”. This
sense of powerlessness arguably mimics the feelings of self-blame that are common amongst
those struggling with post-traumatic reactions. This feeling of self-blame was also echoed by
participant H who stated that it “felt like I was taking the less courageous route by not sharing,
like I wasn't contributing to showing other people that I could be there authentically for them and
that I could understand.”
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These feeling of guilt and shame shared by the participants in this study seem to mirror
the feelings of shame and self-blame that have often been identified as some of the many reasons
why survivors don’t report their own experiences of sexual violence (Spencer, Mallory, Toews,
Stith, & Wood, 2017; Holland & Cortina, 2017). Additionally, this fear potentially correlates to
Relational Cultural Theory and the feelings expressed in theme six, where the public
minimization of sexual violence prior to the #MeToo movement had made survivors feel as
though their experiences would continue to be minimized or held against them.

Theme Eight: Concerns Over the Minimization of Sexually Violent Experiences
The next theme, which was identified in six of the eleven interviews, discussed concerns
about the minimization of sexually violent experiences. This concern was expressed in two ways:
the first as concern that people were minimizing the experiences of those coming forward, and
the second was concern for what was perceived as a sort of over-identification with sexually
violent experiences. In a way, the participants who identified the frustration over individuals
minimizing the experiences of those coming forward were expressing their own frustrations at
the survivors (and others) observing those over-identifying with stories of sexually violence.
This first concern was highlighted in the interview with Participant A who discussed how
survivors were coming forward with stories of their own pain and were dismissed by those that
were “saying things like ‘every woman I know experiences street harassment and things like that
in her life’ [which] kind of made it more impersonal”. This observation was echoed by
participant F who discussed “seeing a lot of responses about people thinking that, ‘oh, is this just
a trendy thing to do now? Are people making it up for attention? Are people blowing things out
of proportion?’ Or you know, kind of questioning where the evidence was and saying that it
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wasn't fair to the people being accused”. This concern for the perpetrator was also the
observation for Participant I. She described feeling as though “people are a lot more judgmental
than I think I've realized, and they're a lot crueler” after witnessing how “people could find ways
to defend abusers, people could find ways to validate it and justify it.” Similarly, Participant J
described these observations, and thinking that “a lot of people feel unreasonably attacked. So
maybe it is reasonably attacked - if you're feeling attacked from people talking about these
experiences. Cause maybe you've been a perpetrator in a similar situation.”
Contrarily, the other participants whose experiences fit into the theme of concerns over
the minimization of sexual violence did so because of statements similar to those described
above by Participant F. Participant D described “wondering if people were like trying to just get
attention, or whether or not it was like authentic,” describing concerns that “people aren't taking
it as seriously now, that it's like almost like, well, everybody deals with trauma”. This feeling
was also described by Participant E who described feeling as though stories of sexual violence
were becoming “cliché”, describing feeling as though
there is a part of these movements that push it too far and then we lose sight of the actual
issue… there are so many people who try and delegitimize these arguments that if you
focus on silly things, you're actually adding fire to the other side's argument that's trying
to say that this isn't a real issue.
These concerns echoed by both sets of survivors indicate just two of the many ways in
which this movement was interpreted by survivors and society at large, with the issues relating to
#MeToo and sexual violence becoming almost politicized into two factions: those who believe
that all experiences of sexual violence are valid and worthy of attention, and those who believe
that the categorization of all forms of sexual violence into one movement is detracting from the
more “severe” forms of sexual violence that need to be addressed. This theme also echoes the
themes above in discussing fears of being dismissed or invalidated when coming forward with
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personal stories of trauma. Both forms of the frustration described within this theme, frustration
that individuals are over-identifying with sexual violence and the frustration that those
identifying as having been sexually violated have been dismissed, essentially boil down to the
feeling that the story being told is being minimized.

Theme Nine: Caution or Protection of Self Around Media Consumption
The final theme identified in this research study includes the participants (n=5) feeling as
though they needed to protect themselves or use caution when utilizing media, particularly social
media or the news, during this movement. This is mostly in response to the first theme identified,
feeling over saturated by traumatic material, however the primary difference identified is in the
action, or lack thereof taken by the participants. The theme of saturation (theme one) did not
include any action taken by the participants and was identified by significantly more survivors
than this theme of caution or protection of the self, which required action on behalf of the
participant in order to feel an increased sense of safety.
When discussing this theme, Participant J described how she “had to be very careful what
I allowed myself to see, especially when I was at work so that I don't end up getting really
upset”. This concern over seeing #MeToo material while in professional settings was felt by
Participant F as well, who stated “I couldn't go on social media at work because I didn't want to
get so emotional at work and have people, you know, attract any attention.”
Professional settings were not the only place where survivors felt the need to distance
themselves from social media. Participant B discussed the impact that reading these posts had on
her during her education, stating
I couldn’t read them in public because the emotional response that I would have was just
too strong and I was just, I can’t do this on a five-minute break during my class and then
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go back and focus on a lecture. You know? I won’t be able to focus. I’ll be distracted. I’ll
be upset. In severe cases start having PTSD symptoms, flashbacks, and then get really,
really upset by it.
She further discussed feeling as though she needed to “cover my ears when everyone around me
is talking about this out loud in public spaces” in order to stay where she was, stating that
“otherwise I need to go home”. A similar sentiment was felt by Participant A who described how
people would just talk about the news and it felt so weird that for some people they
would just be talking about the news when they talked about this. And I was like ‘I can’t
just sit around. For me this isn’t talking about the news, this is talking about something
that’s deeply personal and really upsetting and I can’t sit here. I have to leave’…. it was
dealing with being kind of retraumatized by that over and over. It was definitely
unexpected.

Several participants, including Participant A and Participant B, discussed the need to
completely disengage from various forms of media in order to avoid the negative feelings
associated witnessing these #MeToo accounts. Participant F stated that she had to “stop
consuming social media pretty much all together for a week or so.” Participant G described how
she “had to be really, really particular with the type of media I consumed and how often I
consumed it,” describing how “I totally backed away from Facebook and deleted it off of my
phone”. This need to back away from the traumatic material not only overlaps with the themes
of oversaturation and guilt over lack of involvement, but also speaks to the larger experience that
trauma survivors had during this movement, of being both grateful for the increase in advocacy
and awareness, while simultaneously struggling with the impact of the continued exposure to
traumatic material that resulted from that increased awareness.
The need to escape identified within this theme could easily be identified by clinicians as
the activation of the “fight or flight” response that often comes with surviving trauma. This
theme significantly correlates to the first stage of the consensus model, or the need to seek safety
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from traumatic exposure. It also parallels the theme of saturation (theme two), where there is a
feeling of overstimulation that causes the survivor to want to withdraw, or numb themselves
from the feelings associated with the trauma.

Study Limitations
Limitations of the recruitment and sampling strategy include the minimization of the
potential for survivors who are not seeking out conversations about the me too movement, or
those who may not identify as a survivor, to participate in the research. In an attempt to minimize
this bias, snowball sampling was utilized in order to have a broader range of participants exposed
to the recruitment material. Another limitation includes the small sample size, which made it so
that no correlations between demographic information and research findings could be made.
One primary limitation of the data analysis was the limited number of researchers
participating in this project with access to the data. In order to help increase reliability without
the use of a second data analyst, the researcher evaluated the data multiple times, through a
variety of different methodologies (open coding, line by line coding, and focused coding),
however the information was unable to be triangulated as there was only one data gathering
method: semi-structured qualitative interviews. Another limitation of this study, as with all
qualitative studies, was the researcher’s participation in the data gathering stage, which was
likely to influence the participant’s responses in some form or another, despite all efforts on
behalf of the researcher. Additionally, this dissertation came about as a result of the researcher’s
own clinical experience working with survivors of sexual violence during the #MeToo
movement which likely, although unintentionally, impacted the researcher’s perspective prior to
completing the study.
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Discussion
The themes presented above show a multitude of connections between the #MeToo
movement and the ways in which survivors experience and process trauma. Five of the nine
themes, Saturation – Feelings of Being Triggered or Overwhelmed (theme two), Questions of
Longevity or Impact (theme six), Guilt Over Not Participating in the Movement (theme seven),
Concerns Over the Minimization of Sexually Violent Experiences (theme eight) and Caution or
Protection of Self Around Media Consumption (theme nine), all correlate directly to post
traumatic symptoms including feelings of guilt, shame, self-blame, numbing and withdrawal.
While we cannot assume that the #MeToo movement is the cause for these symptoms having
arisen, we can assume that there was some impact on the ways in which the survivors
experienced these symptoms during the height of the #MeToo movement.
These themes noted above also correlate to the stage one of the consensus model that
addresses the need to seek safety following traumatic exposure. The participants who endorsed
themes of saturation and caution or protection of self around media consumption, described
fluctuating feelings of intrusion and/or withdrawal as a result of the #MeToo movement. While
these experiences of intrusion and withdrawal are common in survivors of trauma, stage one of
the CMTT focuses on both seeking safety and developing resources in order to safely navigate
the traumatic material. Theme two (Saturation: Feelings of Being Triggered or Overwhelmed)
and theme nine (Caution or Protection of Self Around Media Consumption) may have emerged
as a result of the lack of stage one preparation (developing strategies of self-regulation and
external supports) that took place prior to the #MeToo movement. Those that identified theme
nine (Protection of Self Around Media Consumption) appeared to be seeking safety, or finding
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the ways in which they could minimize their exposure to the material that was causing them to
feel dysregulated. Whereas those that identified theme one (Survivors Supporting Survivors)
appeared to be developing resources to aid in the safe processing of trauma, another goal of the
first stage of the CMTT, by developing a supportive community network.
Theme one (Survivors Supporting Survivors) also correlates to the later stages of the
consensus model, as does theme three (Gratitude for Increased Awareness), four (Increased
Comfort in Speaking About Sexual Violence), and five (Changing Perceptions About Sexual
Violence), Specifically, these themes correlate to the experience of processing traumatic material
(stage two) as well as the integration of trauma and involvement of a survivor mission (stage
three). The ability for survivors to provide and receive support while discussing their experiences
correlates to the experiences of processing trauma (stage two). As a result of the type of
processing that took place during the #MeToo movement, some survivors were able to
understand sexual violence, or their own traumas, in ways that were different than how they had
previously understood the same experiences. Similarly, the ability to process and speak out about
their own experiences either with their personal support systems, other survivors, or larger
audiences as was the case through social media, closely resembles the type of self-advocacy
described in the third stage of the consensus model. This stage, which Judith Herman referred to
as the survivor mission, prioritizes the integration of the trauma into the survivor’s experience,
which often comes through the public retelling of the traumatic event or seeking justice.
Lastly, themes seven (Guilt Over Not Participating in the Movement) and nine (Caution
or Protection of Self Around Media Consumption) reflect how individuals participate in social
media. These themes provide an awareness of the potential impact of this type of media
consumption, and provide clinicians with an understanding of how best to guide clients when
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interacting with these platforms. For clinicians, and more specifically for social workers, there is
a necessity to understand the ways different environments, or contexts, impact the clients we
serve. While these themes that were presented were not shocking or groundbreaking, they did
affirm the ways in which this particular context, one of a social movement that took place
predominantly on social media, mimicked the experiences of both retraumatization and healing
that often come from in person exposure to traumatic material and advocacy. While no definitive
conclusions can be drawn from this research, the themes identified show the multitude of ways in
which the survivors who participated, and likely others, have been impacted by this movement.
One especially significant takeaway from this research, is that the #MeToo movement
had a profound impact on the experiences of the survivors who participated in this research.
Although the movement was highlighted for only a brief moment in history, that moment
impacted the ways in which the majority of the participants related to their own experiences of
sexual violence, as well as to other survivors. Looking retrospectively at the #MeToo movement,
it is my hope that this research will provide a framework for both clinicians and individuals to
understand the way social advocacy initiatives, and particularly initiatives that are fueled by
social media, can impact individuals, both during and after the time in which the movement takes
place. Clinicians may also decide to use the insights gained through this research to develop a
more nuanced assessment of media exposure or involvement with similar movements, or to
discern how these movements may be impacting their client populations. This understanding
would allow clinicians to have increased empathy and awareness for individuals impacted by
such movements, so as to not minimize the effects of both speaking out publicly and continued
exposure to difficult or traumatic material, regardless of the medium on which it is presented.
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This dissertation attempted to explore the meaningful ways in which this movement
impacted survivors of sexual violence. During this process, it was most surprising to me to
witness the multitude of ways in which survivors acknowledged, experienced, and healed from
their traumas. Ironically, the theme that was most surprising, and simultaneously most affirming,
was the most consistent throughout the interviews: Theme One, or Survivors Supporting
Survivors. This theme, more than the others, speaks to the larger goals of the movement as
expressed by both Tarana Burke and Alyssa Milano. While the other themes surely represent
how far we still have to go as a society, this finding provides hope that a shift has occurred in the
way individuals and especially survivors understand and engage in discussions about sexual
violence.

Implications for Future Research
This study’s goal was to understand the implications of the #MeToo movement for
survivors of sexual violence, in order for survivors, providers, and the overall population to gain
a more nuanced understanding of the ways in which large scale advocacy interventions impact
survivors of trauma. This research may provide clinical providers with an understanding of how
to incorporate an understanding of social media movements into treatment and recovery, or
mitigate its potential deleterious effects through making more explicit connections between the
ways this specific type of advocacy movement may impact the individual survivor. Specifically,
the survivor participants discussed how this movement had opened doors for conversations
surrounding sexual violence regardless of whether or not they were prepared for these
conversations to take place. The conversations spurred by the #MeToo movement, while
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cathartic or important for many, also led to fluctuating feelings of both wanting to engage and
disengage from the conversations taking place, and sometimes ignited feelings of shame and
guilt that resembled feelings that often come from traumatic encounters. This study also
provided insight into the ways in which media reporting and social media impact survivors of
sexual violence, and potentially other forms of trauma, hopefully in ways that promote increased
awareness and compassion towards those that may be impacted by online social movements.
Further study that expands on this research should determine the long-term impacts of
this movement for individual survivors of sexual violence. Additional research is necessary in
order to determine if a paradigm shift in the way our society views and responds to sexual
violence has taken place. Further study should include a greater quantitative component in order
to solidify the exploratory research presented in a more generalizable format. Personally, I hope
that this research can be utilized to develop a framework for understanding the ways in which
social media and social movements are impacting survivors and those most closely connected to
the issues being addressed. As these types of social movements continue, it is imperative that we
continue the dialogue on the impact of these advocacy initiatives for those that identify as part of
the community where efforts are being focused, in order to both further their cause and
simultaneously provide support for the individuals most impacted by their plight.
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Appendix A: Recruitment Flier

The #MeToo Movement and its impact on survivors of sexual violence

This dissertation is part of the requirements for the Doctorate in Social Work (DSW)
University of Pennsylvania School of Social Policy and Practice
Volunteers wanted for a research study on the impact of the #MeToo Movement.

Eligible participants must:
•

Have been a victim of sexual violence more than one year prior, and no more than ten
years prior to participation in this study
•
•

Be between the ages of 21 and 45

Have been over the age of 18 at the time of their experience with sexual violence
•

Not be currently enrolled in inpatient or intensive daily treatment programs
•
•

Have available internet access

Be familiar with the #MeToo movement

All research participation will be conducted online through semi-structured interviews. If
you meet these criteria and are interested in participating, please contact Kaley Gerstley at
KaleyG@Upenn.edu. This research is being conducted under the direction of Dr. Marcia
Martin. Those who participate will be given a 15$ gift card to Amazon.com.
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Appendix B: Informed Consent
Title of the Research Study: The #MeToo Movement and its impact on survivors of sexual
violence
Protocol Number: 833543
Principal Investigator: Dr. Marcia Martin
Emergency Contact: Office of Regulatory Affairs - (215) 898-2614

You are being asked to take part in a research study. This is not a form of treatment or therapy.
It is not supposed to detect a disease or find something wrong. Your participation is voluntary
which means you can choose whether or not to participate. Whether you decide to participate or
not to participate there will be no loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. Before you
make a decision, the purpose of the study, the possible risks and benefits of being in the study
and what you will have to do if you decide to participate will be explained. The research team is
going to talk with you about the study and give you this consent document to read. You do not
have to make a decision immediately; you can take the consent document home and share it with
friends and family.

If you do not understand what you are reading, do not sign it. Please ask the researcher to explain
anything you do not understand, including any language contained in this form. If you decide to
participate, you will be asked to sign this form and a copy will be given to you. Keep this form,
in it you will find contact information and answers to questions about the study. You may ask to
have this form read to you. You may discontinue your participation in this study at any point and
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there will be no penalty for doing so. If you do decide to discontinue participation in the study,
all of the information you have already provided will be deleted.

What is the purpose of the study?
The purpose of the study is to gain a better understanding of the impact of the #MeToo
movement on people who have experienced sexual violence. It is being completed as part of a
research project for a Doctorate of Social Work (DSW) dissertation at the University of
Pennsylvania School of Social Policy and Practice.

Why was I asked to participate in the study?
You are being asked to join this study because you have a personal understanding of the #MeToo
movement. As someone who has experienced sexual violence, you are in a unique position to
provide insight on the impact of mass media exposure about sexual violence. By responding to
recruitment criteria, you have identified that you may be interested in discussing your
experiences during the #MeToo movement. You are over the age of 18, and are not currently
receiving inpatient psychiatric treatment or intensive day treatment.

How long will I be in the study?
The study will be conducted through a single-session, online interview that is expected to last for
approximately thirty minutes to one hour.

Where will the study take place?
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You will be asked to meet at a time that is convenient for both you and the researcher utilizing
Zoom Video Conferencing, a software that is both encrypted and HIPAA compliant. A link to
the researcher’s Zoom account will be provided for you. Please ensure that you are in an
environment where you can speak freely about your experiences.

What will I be asked to do?
You will be asked to provide some general demographic information and to discuss your feelings
and experiences in reaction the #MeToo movement.

How will the information provided be managed?
The interviews will be audio recorded and transcribed, and all audio recordings will be deleted
following transcription. After transcription, all data will be will be de-identified, and could be
stored and distributed for future research studies without additional informed consent.

What are the risks?
The primary risk to take into consideration when choosing to participate in this study is the risk
of possible retraumatization as a result of discussing sexual violence and the #MeToo movement.
While writing the research protocol, the researchers were cognizant of this risk and attempted to
minimize it by not asking specifically about your experiences with sexual violence, and all
participants will be provided with information about available support services following the
interview.

How will I benefit from the study?
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There is no known direct benefit to you, with the exception of a $15 Amazon.com gift card.
However, your participation could help us understand the ways in which discussions around
sexual violence may impact survivors of sexual violence, which can benefit you indirectly. In the
future, this may help other people to better understand the impact of the #MeToo movement.

What other choices do I have?
Your alternative to being in the study is to not be in the study.

What happens if I do not choose to join the research study?
You may choose to join the study or you may choose not to join the study. Your participation is
voluntary.
There is no penalty if you choose not to join the research study. You will lose no benefits or
advantages that are now coming to you, or would come to you in the future.

When is the study over? Can I leave the study before it ends?
The study is expected to end after all participants have been interviewed and all the information
has been collected. The study may be stopped without your consent for the following reasons:
•

The PI feels it is best for your safety and/or health-you will be informed of the
reasons why.

•

You have not followed the study instructions

•

The PI, the sponsor or the Office of Regulatory Affairs at the University of
Pennsylvania can stop the study anytime
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You have the right to drop out of the research study at any time during your participation. There
is no penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled if you decide to do so.
Withdrawal will not interfere with your future care.
If you no longer wish to be in the research study, please contact Kaley Gerstley, at
KaleyG@Upenn.edu and request that your data be removed from the study.

How will confidentiality be maintained and my privacy be protected?
We will do our best to make sure that the personal information obtained during the course of this
research study will be kept private. However, we cannot guarantee total privacy. Your personal
information may be given out if required by law. If information from this study is published or
presented at scientific meetings, your name and other personal information will not be used.
Pseudonyms will be provided for all research participants, and no identifying information will be
utilized. All recordings of interviews will be stored on the researcher’s computer, transcribed by
the researcher or research assistant, and deleted immediately following transcription.

Will I have to pay for anything? You will not be asked to pay for anything during this study.
You will be asked to utilize a computer for videoconferencing that will not be provided to you.
Will I be paid for being in this study?
Each participant will be awarded a 15$ gift card to Amazon.com.
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Who can I call with questions, complaints or if I’m concerned about my rights as a
research subject?
If you have questions, concerns or complaints regarding your participation in this research study
or if you have any questions about your rights as a research subject, you should speak with the
Principal Investigator listed on page one of this form. If a member of the research team cannot
be reached or you want to talk to someone other than those working on the study, you may
contact the Office of Regulatory Affairs with any question, concerns or complaints at the
University of Pennsylvania by calling (215) 898-2614.

When you sign this document, you are agreeing to take part in this research study. If you have
any questions or there is something you do not understand, please ask. You will receive a copy
of this consent document.

Signature of Subject

Print Name of Subject

Date
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Appendix C: Interview Guide

Introduction:
1. Introduce interviewer by name
2. Thank them for participating
3. Purpose of interview: We are interviewing survivors of sexual violence as part of
dissertation research for the University of Pennsylvania’s Doctorate of Social Work
program. The purpose of the study is to better understand the impact of the #MeToo
movement on people that have experienced sexual violence. The interview will be
recorded and take approximately 60 minutes. If at any time you want to stop the
recording, you can. You don’t have to answer any questions that you don’t want to. In the
write up of this research, you will be given a pseudonym so that your information
remains confidential. You can discontinue the interview at any time, or request that your
data not be used. Would you still be interested in being interviewed? Do you have any
questions I can answer before we begin?

Interview:
1. Can you tell me about your media consumption?
a. How many hours per week do you spend watching TV?
b. Do you use social media?
i. What types?
ii. How frequently?
c. What is your primary source of information on current events?
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2. Tell me what you know about the #MeToo movement?
a. What do you remember about your first time hearing about the #MeToo
movement?
b. What is your understanding of the purpose of #MeToo?
c. Did you make any posts on social media about #MeToo?
3. Has the #MeToo movement changed or made a difference in your life in any way? How
so?
a. Has the #MeToo movement caused you to change any of the ways in which you
interact with media?
b. Have you found yourself feeling more impacted by your experiences being a
survivor of sexual violence since the beginning of the movement?
c. Are there good things that have come out of the #MeToo movement? Can you tell
me about them?
d. Are there negative things that have come out of the #MeToo movement? Can you
tell me about them?
4. What is important for people to understand about the #MeToo movement, if anything?

That’s the end of the questions I have. Do you think there’s anything I haven’t asked about that
is important to cover?

Thank you for participating.
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Appendix D: Resources for Survivors of Sexual Violence
1. National Sexual Assault Hotline: 1-800-656-HOPE (4673)
- This is a national hotline that automatically routes the caller to the nearest sexual
assault service provider.

2. National Sexual Violence Resource Center: www.NSVRC.org
- This website offers information and resources relating to sexual violence, including a
legal resource library

3. National Organization for Victim Assistance: www.trynova.org
- NOVA is an organization devoted to advocating for victims and connecting them to
services and resources

4. Psychology Today: www.psychologytoday.com
- A registry of mental health clinicians, to help find detailed professional listings for
treatment centers and clinicians within the United States.

